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Up to his neck in the waters of chaos to offer a new beginning in life.  
 

 

As 2011 ended ABC TV did a round up of News story highlights of the year.  Two 

images were footage of the Queensland floods, and the Tsunami that engulfed Japan, 

events that will affect people for a long time to come.  Such images of the awesome, 

chaotic power of nature at work put human fragility and limitation into perspective.  

Ancient peoples knew the power of nature and worshipped the elements as gods.  Our 

tradition does not.  And although there are links, particularly in the Psalms, for 

example, with the idea of thunder as the voice of God, and lightning as God’s arrows, 

we treat the powers of nature as realities to be reckoned with, but they exist within a 

greater understanding of the sovereignty of God, who rules all elements in the 

heavens and on earth.  This sovereignty is reflected, in the words of the Psalm for 

today: The Lord sat enthroned on the flood; the Lord sits a king forever [29:10].  
 

We began the readings today with a tantalizing slice of the creation story.  It has more 

to do with the feast of the Baptism of Jesus than we might first think.  Genesis begins: 

In the beginning, when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a 

formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God 

swept over the face of the waters [Gen 1:1-2].  There are two ways of reading these 

words which reflect the history of the text.  One is to see “the beginning” as absolute: 

all of life commenced with God.  The other is to see that God began creating by 

confronting pre-existing chaos to bring into being order and form and life.  But there 

is no need to choose between the two interpretations.  These words affirm the faith 

that God is Lord of all of life.  There is no life until God acts.  Light is created before 

the sun appears.  In the order of things God stands first before all the elements in 

creation.  This is the biblical affirmation about God, regardless of whether God began 

with nothing, or with pre-existing chaos.   
 

While this affirmation is found in the first chapter of the Bible, it comes from the 

second version of the Creation story.  Scholars believe it was a response to the 

people’s exile in Babylon directed to a real situation in their experience.  In Babylon 

where the Sun god ruled and the storm god functioned as the conqueror of the chaotic 

waters, it seemed the nature gods had defeated God the Creator.  Chaos had reasserted 

itself.  For the exiles a long way away from home, Temple and God, life had lost its 

shape to become like a formless void.  For them the writer of Genesis 1 plays with the 

images of the Babylonian gods to affirm that chaos does exist.  It is rebellious, 

disordered and has to be subdued.  But the people are called to live in the confident 

trust that chaos does not rule.  What the writer of Genesis has done has shown that 

even chaos can be transformed into a vehicle for the proclamation of God.  



The image of the “wind from God” that swept over the waters is sometimes brought 

out differently.  There was darkness over the deep, and God’s spirit hovered over the 

water [NJB].  The presence of the Spirit, the active, life-giving element of God 

hovering like a bird, is an affirmation that the Lord is over the flood and that God’s 

intention here is life.  This is proclamation that God, Israel’s God still rules and 

watches over creation, even though the contemporary data seems to deny this.  
 

The first verses of Genesis 1 flow on into an entire description of Creation [1:1 – 2:4], 

which God sees as good.  Three times does God bless what is made: at the creation of 

the animals [v 22], at the creation of the humans [v 28] , and at the creation of the 

Sabbath [2:3].  This is not a description of an event that is open to scientific scrutiny.  

These verses remain an affirmation of faith that despite present circumstances God 

and creation remain bound to one another in a relation of commitment and care.  God 

does not leave creation alone.  Through all the dark and disruptive things humans 

experience the power of life does not sleep.   The relationship is precarious, but 

because God is God a new beginning is possible. 
 

Mark tells the story of Jesus’ Baptism differently to the others.  With him the words 

are spoken to Jesus alone, and we are allowed to overhear them, heightening the sense 

that a mystery is being revealed.  This is the moment in Mark’s Gospel where the veil 

is lifted on Jesus, and John the Baptist begins to fade away.  The time of preparation 

is over the reign of God is on its way.  Jesus is named and claimed as loved of God.  

The presence of the Spirit means the power of God is with him, who is empowered to 

undertake a special mission through which the world is to be given a fresh start.  John 

is the stern preacher and judge, but Jesus is the strong one, the saviour and when he 

steps into the waters of the Jordan God has engaged with creation and has entered 

fully into the chaos that is life in the world.  God has joined with us to heal and 

restore.  As in the Creation story, there is water, there is a bird, and there is a new 

beginning: God’s renewal of life has begun.  The light is breaking out and the 

darkness is being put to flight.   
 

But we know, that before the light of new creation shone clearly on Easter Day, a 

deep darkness came upon the earth, and we had to learn again that even when the 

worst circumstance have come upon us, when we least expect to find that it is so: God 

is with us. 
 

As the 2011 roundup of the ABC news showed, chaos is never far away.  And it is not 

just the power of the elements that remains a danger.  Like the people in exile, and the 

disciples at Easter, life in a place out of synch with faith can seem like a darkened 

place, a formless void, in need of the Spirit’s transforming power.   
 

You may remember having seen the film “The Godfather”.  One series of images 

haunts me still.  One of the Gangster families presents their child for baptism in a 

ceremony with all the trimmings money from a life of crime could buy.  As the 

parents promise to turn from evil to follow Christ and nurture their child in his way, 

the Director juxtaposed film of different members of the same family committing 

murder and other evil deeds in a separate part of the city.  The question is, will the 

water of Baptism be deep enough to engulf the evil the child has been born into, or 

will the chaos inevitably come to rule its life.  The ancient people knew the Lord ruled 

over the flood but they also knew that if you were going to make the journey of life 

with God the dark forces had to be contended with; vigilance was called for if you 

were going to stay true to the original vision and not be overwhelmed by 

meaninglessness.  



Today in some churches people will gather round the font where the priest will 

sprinkle them with water to remind them that Jesus was baptised for us, and we have 

entered into the waters of baptism with him.  The renewal of Baptismal vows, which 

we do at Easter, is a reminder that while the forces of darkness have been subdued 

they have not been removed.  History is not yet complete; in the mean time we must 

continue to enter into the way that Christ has opened up for us.  His ministry began 

with his baptism, when God said yes to him.  Our baptism is the beginning of living 

baptismally with him, a call that never leaves us. 
 

Today our organist is retiring – he faces an actual new beginning of life fur us and for 

him.  He chose the last hymn, Forth in your name, O Lord, I go…  Whether at the 

beginning of the journey, retiring or continuing this is the choice still before us, in 

good times, or chaotic.  Thanks to the light of Christ, we know God continues to be 

interested in us.  And we are called to continue to be interested in God.  And to 

persevere with the beloved Son who showed us the way, the truth and the life. 

 

*** 

 


